WATER  UNDER  THE  BRIDGE
tion was switched from politics or the weather to something obscene,
with the inevitable result. It did not take me long, however, both to
learn how to kiss a lady's hand and to listen unblushingly to anything.
Social life was very pleasant but very tiring. The climate of St.
Petersburg was abominable, and life only began when the curtains
were drawn and the lights were on. Unless one happened to be asked
to dinner, one went to a party at midnight and it usually lasted till
three or four in the morning, often till much later. It was quite usual
when a party broke up for half a dozen ladies and double that number
of men to go off to a restaurant, have the band up in a private room
and dance till six or seven in the morning. There were the gipsies
also to listen to in a quarter of the town called Samarcand. It is not
to be wondered at that the ladies never appeared before lunch-time,
and when the season ended after Easter that they trooped away to
Bad Kissingen or Baden-Baden or some French resort to recover from
their fatigues, But there was no such respite for the diplomat. The
work at the Embassy at St. Petersburg was hard and incessant. I had
to be in the Chancery at 9.30 a.m., and often worked till 8 p.m.
Luckily one was young, but I never touched thirteen stone again.
I remember one week in which I went to bed only once in six days,
and that was after a ball which had lasted till 4 a.m. I was in love at
the time and things were not going at all well in my opinion, otherwise
despite my age I should not have been quite so foolish.
St. Petersburg society was unusually small, and even on a big
occasion scarcely exceeded between three and four hundred persons
in all. There were really only two sets in it, a musical one which
clustered round the Grand Duchess Constantine, and a, so to speak,
worldly one, of which the Grand Duchess Marie Pavlovna was the
head. The real leaders of the latter were two sisters-in-law, Princesses
Susie Belosselsky and Olga Orloff, who in a sense were jealous rivals
but at the same time indispensable to each other. It was very unlike
London or Paris, where there are dozens of sets.
In St. Petersburg one met everybody in one's particular crowd
every night. Thus one got to know people really well, and nothing
could have been nicer and more hospitable and more easy-going than
Russian society. Of all the people I have ever met they were the least
snobbish. If they liked you, they liked you, and that was that. The
question of money or antecedents never entered into their calculations.
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